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What is the essence of being church? We’ve all come here to be a part of this church. We sometimes may wonder what brings us all together, and what it is that holds us together. Some might say it’s the search for God. Some might say it’s the need to worship. Some might say we’re refugees from the Southern Baptists. Some may say we’re here to be a part of God’s people who want to help repair the world, to change the world toward God’s dream, God’s Kingdom.
 
But for some people, the church can be frustrating and irritating that the pain can block us from the essence of church. We’ve all heard the familiar criticisms of the church. “It’s filled with hypocrites! They say one thing and do another. I don’t want anything to do with hypocrites. There’s too much conflict in the church; I’ve seen too many church fights; therefore I don’t want anything to do with the church.”
 
Will Campbell is a beloved, cantankerous southern preacher, writer and social activist--who preached from this pulpit about five years ago. I once heard Will begin an ordination sermon by saying as he looked at the candidate, “I question the sanity of any person who would request ordination at the hands of an institution that has been the biggest failure in the history of the world.” The room was silent; he got everybody’s attention. 
And the next sentence was this: But you couldn’t destroy this church if you tried. If it burned down today, tomorrow night there would be a meeting in somebody’s basement to start a finance committee to build it back.”
 
The church, with all its failures, is an institution that has stood the test of time. But there have been failures. The church has been complicit in many social injustices. How long did the church support the institution of slavery? How long has the church supported a male-dominated system, excluding women from leadership? How long has the church supported war when we know that Jesus would never drop bombs on people? How long has the church ostracized gay and lesbian Christians? How long has the church ignored the plight of the poor? 
The church has a string of failures. The church is an institution with a spotty record at best. Philip Yancey has even written a book with the sub-title: “How My Faith Survived the Church.”
 
Even when we are aware of the shortcomings, do we give up on the church? Some have. But to give up on the church is to toss out the treasure with the vessel that contains it. Our job is to turn to the treasure, the essence of faith, and to structure our ministries around that essence.
 
Essence is almost indefinable. How can we describe the essence of the church—the Body of Christ, the followers of Jesus? It’s almost like describing a fragrance, an aroma, an atmosphere, a climate. What is the essence of church, in the best sense?
 
The essence of church is not “organized religion.” Jesus had a lot of negative things to say about organized religion. He was often saying harsh words about the religious power structure. The essence of the church is also not the institutional church that has that long list of failures. So, what is the essence?
 
The essence is the people—the people in relationship to one another and to God. The essence is not the institution; the essence is the people of God. We remember God’s promise, “I will be your God and you will be my people.”
 
And if we are being the people of God, this community—this church-- will remind people of Jesus. The hungry people of Palestine wanted to hang out with Jesus; they wanted to be near him, to touch him, to listen to him, to sense his presence. I heard a story this week of a person who had a spiritual conversion when he saw a holy man walking down the street. He said, “When I saw the arch of his back, his gentle posture, I had the urge to follow him.” The same thing happened with Jesus. People saw him, and they were drawn to him. They wanted to touch his garment. They watched him, and they wanted to follow him.
 
It seems true that all of us are being watched too. We influence people in the same way Jesus influenced people. So what is it that pulls us together as church? There’s an ethos, a climate, an essence that draws us here.
 
It’s difficult to describe that essence; but when we sense it, we know it. The Dalai Lama, the spiritual leader of Tibetan Buddhists, has been in the United States in recent weeks. 
When he was here some years ago in Washington, DC, he talked about compassion. We might think that this sophisticated man would give a complex definition of compassion. But he described compassion as a “warm feeling.”
 
One of the reasons people felt drawn to Jesus must have been the warm feeling they felt in his presence. If we are his Body, then that warm feeling will be around here. It may be that all it takes to carry us into the presence of Jesus is a little warm feeling. When the warm feeling is flowing, somebody will surely say, “It’s Jesus. He’s with us.” Our call is to be a people who embody this gentleness, this warm feeling.
 
Out of our relationship with Jesus, something happens. Jesus stands among us, and we see the arch of his back, or the tilt of his head, and we feel an energy, a life force among us. Didn’t he tell us, “Where two or three are gathered, I am with you"? And we want to follow him.
 
In the book of James, the writer is describing the early church with the people having an interconnectedness, a web of relationships. 
The people were so close that when one was sick, they would summon the elders to come pray. There was an obvious warmth among them that invited them to trust one another. They trusted each other enough to confess their sins to each other. Can you believe that? As we met this week to plan this service, one person said, “Maybe we should ask each person in the pew to turn and confess their sins to their neighbor.” 
 
That would be bold. The text is suggesting that when we are being church we can we trust each other, so that when the crisis comes, we can reach out and confess our pain, our sorrow, our sin.
 
But if we can make personal confessions to each other, do we dare also to confess our corporate sins as a nation? In the same way that the church must confess our failures, so must we as a nation confess. I don’t know about you, but I think we may have been able to justify the invasion of Afghanistan, but I am still unable to justify the invasion of Iraq. To me it was a terrible mistake, and the President is now asking 87 billion dollars to continue this terrible mistake. As a person of faith, I must ask: What is this war-making doing to our character as a nation? Are we going to be known as the killing nation, the bully schoolyard giant who picks on smaller nations? 
Are we going to keep taking an arrogant position against the United Nations, where we have lost credibility? Can we confess our nation’s sins to one another? How many more people have to be killed in Iraq before we say “Stop the killing.”
 
Likewise, our own state of North Carolina this week has executed another inmate, Joe Bates, with Ed Hartman scheduled to be killed this coming week. But we may fail to see that the state is violating the sacred commandment “Thou shalt not kill.” Even if the inmate killed somebody, the state does an immoral deed by killing somebody to avenge the first death. Murder is still murder, even when done by the state.
 
Our text says, “Confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another, so that you may be healed.”
 
A.J. Muste was a peace activist who for years stood in protest of our government’s widespread support of violence. During the Vietnam War he was standing outside the White House day after day, leading a little prayer vigil, a candlelight vigil. He would hold his little candle there for hours and hours, with a few people standing there with him. One day, some cynical person came up to him and said, “Mr. Muste, do you think you are going to change this country by holding that little candle?” “No,” he said, “I really don’t. But I am holding this little candle to keep the country from changing me.”
 
Confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another, so that you may be healed.”
 
Recently people have commented about the vitality and vibrance of our church. There is a wonderful energy among us now—at Wednesday nights and on Sunday mornings and as we meet together in mission groups and study groups. Part of our vitality comes from enjoying one another; but it also comes from the passion we have to make a difference in this community and world, to live out the Gospel.
 
I believe that our vitality grows from our mutual connectedness to Jesus and to each other. This is the essence of church. And when we catch that essence, when we are being church, we are open to God’s call to make this community come closer to God’s dream, God’s reign. Where there is suffering, some of our members will say, “What can we do to alleviate it?” Where there is injustice, some of us will say, “How can we change it?”
 
We are being church when we have a passion for Jesus, a passion for each other, and a passion to continue Jesus’ ministry in the world—a ministry of justice for the poor and non-violence over against violent power.
 
Our job is to carry the love of Jesus in clear and effective ways. To do that, we need to pray for one other, that we might be healed and filled with God’s newness, God’s courage, God’s strength.
 
It’s time to pray. I want to invite us to sing the prayer with a familiar hymn:
 
“Lord, I Want to Be a Christian in-a my heart, in-a my heart. 
Lord, I want to be a Christian in-a my heart. In-a my heart, in-a my heart. Lord, I want to be a Christian in-a my heart.
 
Lord, I want to be like Jesus, in-a my heart, in-a my heart. Lord, I want to be like Jesus, in-a my heart.
Amen.
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